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Bread, or Bullets!: Urban Labor and Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, 1850-1898.
By Joan Casanovas. (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1998. xiii +
340 pp. Illustrations, maps, tables, notes, glossary, bibliography, index. $45.00
cloth, $19.95 paper.)
Joan ('a anovas's book relates the experience of nineteenth-century
Cuban urban labor. It is a well-organized book carefully describing how, in an
unfavorable colonial context, urban workers were able to develop a rich
associationist culture leading to a collective project for a better society. Many
of these workers finally chose to integrate their struggle into the nationalist
movement to create an independent Cuban state.
The history of the workers' efforts to improve their lives evolves
intertwined with that of the colonial socio-political framework. The institution
of slavery persisted in Cuba until 1886. Workshop and factory owners
employed slaves and other forms of forced labor, as well as free white and
black workers. They attempted to impose upon free workers the harsh
conditions they forced upon slaves. At the same time, the colonial
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able to flourish and succeed in creating a movement of a wider scope. Thus
labor organizations acquired large numbers of members and widespread
influence among workers, as is shown in the 1892 Labor Congress and in the
successive strikes of the late 1880s and the 1890s. The repressive government
of General Camilo Polavieja in the early 1890s struck severe blows against
laborers, making leaders aware of the need to surmount Spanish colonialism.
The creole-led independentist movement exiled in the United States
had traditionally distrusted labor leaders, placing social problems above
nationalist considerations. But Jose Marti's independentism gained support
among emigre workers. Hundreds of laborers from Tampa and Key West came
into Cuba and helped spread the integrative ideals of the Partido Revolucionario
Cubano. Creole and nonwhite workers were more easily persuaded by the
Partido's ideals than their Spanish-born counterparts. Workers' activities in
Havana during the War of Independence starting in 1895 attest to the author's
argument of working class participation in the making of the Cuban
independent state.
Only one small detail is missing from this excellent book. The reader
at times wishes for a diagram illustrating the diversity of labor institutions, their
name changes, and their leaders throughout the extensive period studied. Even
so, the reader will enjoy this perfectly woven account in which arguments are
clearly and consistently presented.
Astrid Cubano
Department of History
University of Puerto Rico, Rio Piedras

